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This paper examines discussions of Generation Y within higher education discourse, arguing the sector’s use of 
the term to describe students is misguided for three reasons. First, portraying students as belonging to 
Generation Y homogenises people undertaking higher education as young, middle-class and technologically 
literate. Second, speaking of Generation Y students allows constructivism to be reinvented as a “new” learning 
and teaching philosophy. Third, the Generation Y university student has become a central figure in concerns 
about technology’s role in learning and teaching. While the notion of the ‘Generation Y student’ creates the 
illusion higher education institutions understand their constituents, ultimately, it is of little value in explaining 
young adults’ educational experiences.  
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Introduction 
 
A strange new breed of students has invaded our universities. Depending on who you believe, 
they either bring new – even unique – ways of learning and will change higher education 
forever, or they are intent on intellectual Armageddon: refusing to attend class; determined to 
finish degrees without visiting the library; demanding instant attention (and getting parents to 
harass staff if they do not receive it); unable to communicate without a mobile phone or 
computer; and writing assignments in foreign languages (“omg an sa so old skool lol”). 
Lindsay Lohan clones already stalk our campuses and the cast of High School Musical are 
enrolling next semester. They are Generation Y.  
 
The massive hype surrounding the current generation of teenagers and young adults 
circulating in the media since around the turn of the millennium has infiltrated higher 
education with a “sense of impending crisis” (Bennett, Maton, & Kervin, 2008, p. 775). 
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Increasing numbers of reports, journal articles and staff development seminars exist to 
provide “perplexed and frustrated” (Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008, p. 367) academics and 
university administrators with much needed intelligence on a generation which is 
“challenging many long-held assumptions and customary approaches to teaching” (Pardue & 
Morgan, 2008, p. 74).  
 
Generation Y is characterised as having first arrived on university campuses around 2000 and 
will be enrolled in higher education beyond 2020 (Rickes, 2009). The group is seen as 
impacting enormously on universities’ campus space (Rickes, 2009), admission policies 
(Oblinger, 2003, p. 42)1 and marketing and promotion strategies (Goldgehn, 2004). However, 
the most significant discussion of Generation Y and higher education has related to how its 
apparently ‘unique’ characteristics will impact on learning and teaching strategies – 
particularly in relation to technology – in disciplines as diverse as engineering (Blashki, 
Nichol, Jia & Prompramote, 2007), medicine (Sandars & Morrison, 2007), nursing (Pardue & 
Morgan, 2008; Walker, Martin, White, et al., 2006) and maritime and logistics management 
(Cahoon & Haugstetter, 2008).  
 
Generation Y’s exact age parameters are imprecise. Dates for the generation’s ‘start’ range 
from 1977 and 1980, to 1982 (Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008, p. 367). Dates for the generation’s 
‘end’ equally vary, fluctuating from 1994, 2000 and 2002 to 2003 (Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008, 
p. 367). While the cohort’s two most common names are Generation Y (the generation 
coming after Generation X, whose lifestyles as young people were subject to similar media 
scrutiny in the 1990s (Sternberg, 2002)) and Millennials (roughly signifying when the 
generation’s youngest members were born), several alternative terms are also used to 
describe the group. These include The Net Generation, Dot-Coms, Echo-Boomers, 
Generation X2, the iGeneration, the Me Generation, Generation-D (digital), the Nexters, 
Generation Next, Boomlets, and the Nintendo Generation (Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008, pp. 367-
8). In addition, there are several national variations, including the Sunshine Generation 
(Canada), the Null Zoff (“no problems”) generation (Germany), and Generation Ordning, or 
the “ordered generation” (Sweden) (Jones, 2008, p. 2). However, despite the level of detail 
devoted to identifying the group’s correct birth years and name, even more effort has gone 
into examining Generation Y’s key influences, attitudes and behaviours.2 
 
Compared to Generation X, which was characterised as “cynical and disconnected” (Rickes, 
2009, p. 8), Millennials are constructed as “wanted and nurtured children and ... the first true 
‘natives’ of the Information Age” (Rickes, 2009, p. 8). However, in Australia, at least, 
Generation Y has been associated with several youth-oriented moral panics, including binge 
drinking, violence and drugs (O'Loan, 2009). Indeed, like Generation X in the 1990s, 
Generation Y has become embroiled in a lifestyle panic (Sternberg, 1997) or generation panic 
(Lumby, 2001), spawning strong media interest and a series of books (Heath, 2006; Howe & 
Strauss, 2000; Huntley, 2006; Tapscott, 2009a; Twenge, 2006) in which seemingly almost 
every aspect of the cohort’s lives has been examined; including its spending habits, tendency 
to remain living at home longer than previous generations, and sex lives (Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation, 2009; Cooke, 2007; National Nine News, 2009).  
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Implicit in this paper is the idea that higher education’s concerns about Generation Y are part 
of the broader lifestyle panic concerning this group of young people. Bennett et al. (2008, p. 
775) denounce the “digital natives” debate within educational discourse as representing an 
academic moral panic. Taking ‘digital native discourse’ as one aspect of wider concerns 
regarding Generation Y’s education, this paper focuses specifically on how the group is 
represented within higher education policies, learning and teaching documents and articles 
from peer-reviewed journals and the education trade press. Several studies of Generation Y 
and higher education (e.g. Bennett et al., 2008; Elam, Stratton, & Gibson, 2007; Pardue & 
Morgan, 2008; Rickes, 2009) focus on seven characteristics developed by Howe and Strauss 
(2000) as their benchmark for ‘defining’ the Gen Y university student. These characteristics 
include 1) feelings of ‘specialness’, 2) a tendency to have been sheltered from negative life 
experiences and failure by parents, 3) a sense of confidence, 4) an orientation towards being 
team players, 5) feelings of pressure due to multiple, often conflicting, work, social, family 
and education commitments, 6) a desire to achieve success, and 7) a feeling of optimism 
regarding their lives and futures.  
 
Specifically, this paper argues higher education’s appropriation of Generation Y as a way of 
describing student attitudes and behaviours misunderstands the contemporary university 
student and the context of higher education in three ways. First, and most obviously, the ways 
in which Generation Y has been written and spoken about constructs a homogenous view of 
university students as young, largely middle-class and highly technologically literate, at the 
expense of considering issues relating to access and equity in higher education (e.g. mature 
age students and students from lower socio-economic and culturally and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds). Second, it is argued the Generation Y student displays radically new learning 
styles which can only be engaged in the classroom through new teaching strategies and 
learning spaces. On closer examination, however, these new pedagogies and environments 
turn out to be little more than re-packaged and re-labelled versions of constructivist 
approaches to learning and teaching. Third, the Generation Y university student has become a 
central figure in debates over technology’s role in learning and teaching, with the group 
largely constructed in binary terms as either displaying radically innovative forms of 
academic literacy or as intellectually impoverished.  
 
The paper concludes by arguing that the notion of the ‘Generation Y student’ is institutionally 
expedient for universities, providing a form of shorthand that suggests they understand their 
‘clients’. However, the term actually does little to explain young adults’ lives. This paper 
does not aim to critique the existing literature and research on Generation Y university 
students with the intention of producing a more ‘accurate’ definition of the generation. 
Underpinning the argument here is a belief that definitions of Generation Y – even those 
claiming not to be comprehensive or to define Generation Y through its ‘indefinability’ – 
distort the complexities of young people’s everyday lives and educational experiences. 
Ultimately, the university sector’s fascination with Generation Y says more about its own 
struggle to respond to this group’s learning needs than it does about students themselves. As 
such, some strategies for responding to contemporary student diversity, learning styles and 
technology use are also provided. 
 
Constructing the Generation Y university student 
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Discussions of young people often fail to adequately account for the highly contradictory and 
complex experiences that characterise youth culture and regularly construct teenagers and 
young adults through the binary oppositions of “problem” and “fun” (Hartley, 1983; Hebdige, 
1988). Within higher education discourse, Generation Y’s arrival at university was 
constructed as a ‘problem’ that needed to be solved. For example, Shaw and Fairhurst (2008) 
note with a hint of hysteria: “Not only do Millennials look different with their body piercing, 
tattoos, lack of wrist watch and their electronic decorations – iPods, Blackberry's[sic] and 
laptops ... but they behave and think differently as well” (p. 368).  
 
However, while Generation Y’s difference from other generations is foregrounded, 
differences within the group receive far less attention. When constructing the Generation Y 
student, issues such as gender, sexuality, class, race and national identity tend to be, at best, 
subordinated, or at worst, neglected. For example, Goldgehn (2004) argues Generation Y is 
the most affluent generation in history, but in the same sentence claims it is also the most 
socio-economically diverse generation ever (p. 25). Oblinger (2003) notes the varied ages and 
life experiences of students attending US tertiary institutions. However, ultimately, her main 
concern is not responding to this diversity, but developing strategies to cope with the 
demands Generation Y is placing on colleges.  
  
In Australia, students from low socio-economic and non-English speaking backgrounds, 
Indigenous students, students with disabilities and students from regional and remote areas 
remain “seriously underrepresented” at university, despite an increase of 60 000 enrolments 
from these groups between 1997 - 2007 (Australian Government, 2008, p. 27). There are also 
increasing numbers of mature-age students enrolled in Australian tertiary institutions 
(Australian Government, 2008, p. 69). Discussions of students which fetishise Generation Y 
and ignore student diversity risk constructing the group as little more than a youthful, white, 
middle-class fantasy, diverting attention and resources away from improving access to higher 
education for groups which have been – and continue to be – under-represented at university, 
and may be more likely not to complete courses. 
 
However, the Gen Y student is largely positively constructed within higher education 
literature. Much of the literature constructs Gen Y as ideal(ised) students. It is claimed 
Generation Y values institutionalised learning and perceives education as “cool” (Shaw & 
Fairhurst 2008, p. 370). It is also argued Gen Y sees academic achievement as central to 
success in life, which is more likely to be defined as personal fulfilment and intellectual and 
spiritual growth than financial gain (Goldgehn, 2004, p. 29; Nimon, 2007, pp. 34-35). 
 
Nevertheless, in keeping with young people’s often contradictory construction within public 
discourse, the same positive characteristics used to define Generation Y students are, in much 
of the literature examined for this paper, also negatives. For example, it is suggested Gen Y’s 
sense of specialness, confidence and desire for success has given its members levels of 
narcissism “equal to that of movie stars, American Idol hopefuls, and web-celebs like Paris 
Hilton” (Ryan, 2007, p. 6). Twenge’s Generation Me (2006) explores the attitudes and 
outlook of young people who have been “consistently taught to put their own needs first and 
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to focus on feeling good about themselves” (p.7). Generation Y’s confidence, the literature 
suggests, appears to have stemmed from being treated with respect by adults from a young 
age, but its members have paradoxically been protected from “routine childhood hurts ... 
[and] have not been left to suffer if their choices were bad ones” (Nimon, 2007, p. 34). This 
emphasis on fostering self-esteem means Generation Y is constructed within higher education 
discourse as valuing “participation over achievement” (Nimon, 2007, p. 34), which is ironic 
considering one of the cohort’s allegedly ‘defining’ characteristics discussed above is desire 
for success. The Generation Y student’s confidence and optimism highlighted by many 
writers also seems incompatible with their pressured lifestyles, with research indicating US 
college students are more likely to suffer depression and anxiety than ever before (Rickes, 
2009;  Twenge, 2006).  
 
The culture of protecting Generation Y’s self esteem also means it is not used to being judged 
against external measures and confuses activity with achievement. In educational 
environments this means it may not value the feedback of lecturers and tutors as greatly as 
previous generations, and believe any work submitted deserves to pass (Nimon, 2007, pp. 34-
35). However, the GenY student’s well-developed external locus of control means when they 
do not do well on assignments, they are less likely to take personal responsibility for their 
results and how to improve in the future (Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008).  
 
According to Ryan (2007) Generation Y’s highly structured, organised and protected lives 
has allowed it to live a protracted adolescence. Arnett (as cited in Pardue & Morgan, 2008) 
refers to this state as “emerging adulthood”, which is “characterized by intense exploration, 
introspection and personal change” (p. 77). In many respects, this state seems like a 
description of the university experience from any generation. However, some suggest it may 
not be a transitional phase for this cohort (Goldgehn, 2004), impeding development into 
adulthood as it is currently understood. It is argued this state has made Generation Y willing 
to accept authority and follow rules, but has rendered time management, long-term 
commitment, conflict resolution and independent critical thought problematic (Nimon, 2007; 
Pardue & Morgan, 2008; Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008). This state of emerging adulthood may 
help explain the tendency of Generation Y to remain living at home with parents longer than 
previous generations, delay marriage and value spending over saving. Within higher 
education, it helps explain the phenomenon of “helicopter parents” who hover above and 
intervene in their children’s university life; declining lecture attendance; inattentiveness to 
assignments; increasing expectations of immediate responses from academic and student 
services staff; and calls for universities to better prepare students for life after graduation 
through enhancing career counselling services (Nimon, 2007; Oblinger, 2003; Pardue & 
Morgan, 2008; Rickes, 2009; Twenge, 2006). 
 
It is possible to argue this state of emerging adulthood appears to have retarded Gen Y’s 
potential for success at university: “Millennials appear less mature than previous generations, 
and many express doubts about their own academic abilities and readiness for college” 
(Pardue & Morgan, 2008, p. 74). The 2007 National Freshman Attitudes Report found almost 
half the respondents had “deficient or inadequate knowledge in basic science and math 
concepts”, while around a third had poor study habits and easily became bored or distracted 
while studying (Pardue & Morgan, 2008, p. 76). The study did find Generation Y want to 
6 
 
improve its academic skills, with around 75 percent of respondents expressing a desire to 
undertake academic enhancement programs (Pardue & Morgan, 2008). Although 95 percent 
of respondents expressed a strong desire to complete their degrees, the report estimates only 
around half will do so (Pardue & Morgan, 2008). Such statistics have led some to argue that 
far from being ideal, Generation Y students are “no more learned or skilful than their 
predecessors, no more knowledgeable, fluent, up-to-date, or inquisitive, except in the 
materials of youth culture” (Bauerlein, 2008, p. 8). 
 
Again mirroring media constructions of Generation X (Sternberg, 1997), the important point 
here is not whether the discourses used to construct Generation Y students are accurate or 
correct. Rather, the significance of listing these often contradictory characteristics is that they 
are part of the context in which the Generation Y student is constructed (Grossberg, 1992). 
Clearly, some of the characteristics used to construct Generation Y would actually apply to 
young people and some would not. However, while the Generation Y student’s construction 
within higher education discourse does simply mirror many of the ways youth is constructed 
more broadly within Western culture, these constructions do have a very real impact on the 
way universities respond to and engage with this cohort, particularly through learning and 
teaching strategies. 
 
Generation Y as new students: “Reinventing” learning and teaching 
 
Generation Y is constructed within higher education as a “new” breed of students with 
radically different learning styles compared to previous generations and these learning styles 
require support through new pedagogical strategies and learning environments (Oblinger, 
2003; Pardue & Morgan, 2008; Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008). Reflecting both the “Gen Y as ‘new 
student’” and “youth as problem” discourses Nimon (2007, p. 40) argues even though it is 
unclear what learning and teaching approaches suit Gen Y, it is clear approaches used with 
Generation X and the Baby Boomers will not work. However, as Bennett et al. (2008) 
suggest, claims like these are often anecdotal and unsubstantiated. 
 
Tapscott (2009a, p. 11) argues young people “are forcing a change in the model of pedagogy, 
from a teacher-focused approach based on instruction to a student-focused model based on 
collaboration” and says Generation Y’s approach to education means universities “are finally 
losing their monopoly on higher learning” (Tapscott, 2009b, para. 4). Tapscott (2009b) 
presents crude caricatures of both students and teachers:  
The old-style lecture, with the professor standing at the podium in front of a large group of 
students, is still a fixture of university life on many campuses ... [T]he student is isolated in the 
learning process ... Schooled on Google and Wikipedia, they want to inquire, not rely on the 
professor for a detailed roadmap. They want an animated conversation, not a lecture. They 
want an interactive education, not a broadcast one that might have been perfectly fine for the 
Industrial Age ... (para. 6). 
As the first reply to Tapscott’s online article succinctly states: “This is rubbish mate. Hardly 
any Professors teach rote learning anymore. You’re out of date” (Coker, 2009).  
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Many proposed solutions to teaching Generation Y university students seem little more than 
applications of social and individual constructivist learning and teaching philosophies 
reinvented as ‘new’ ways of reaching the group in order to create the illusion of innovation. 
Constructivism argues learning is a process in which knowledge and understanding is gained 
through interaction with learning materials, teachers, and other learners (Chen et al., 2001; 
Dabbagh & Bannan-Ritland, 2005; Loyens & Gijbels, 2008). Knowledge is constantly 
constructed through interactions with it, and these interactions are shaped by a range of 
“cognitive tools”, including language, history and social context, that facilitate enculturation 
into communities of practice (Dabbagh & Bannan-Ritland, 2005, pp. 9-10).  
 
According to some, the Generation Y university student prefers ‘hands on’ learning, 
collaboration, and using technology (Oblinger, 2003; Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008; Twenge, 
2006). Gen Yers’ tendency to be “high maintenance and needy” and “less likely to take 
personal accountability for their development” (Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008, pp. 370, 374) 
potentially undermines constructivism’s educational benefits. However, much literature 
argues experiential learning based on “seeking, sieving, and synthesizing” is central to the 
Gen Y student (Dede, 2005, p. 7; Oblinger, 2003, p. 38; Pardue & Morgan, 2008, p. 75; 
Rickes, 2009, p. 13). Accompanying this is a “trial-and-error” learning style, favouring 
problem-based learning over “passive story-telling” (Rickes, 2009, p. 12). Learning 
environments, it is argued, must allow students “to gain knowledge, skills and experience” 
(Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008, p. 376) and teachers become learning facilitators, rather than 
intellectual authorities (Rickes, 2009). 
 
The Generation Y student is seen as requiring social interaction and support, especially from 
peers (Nimon, 2007). This tendency – referred to as “grouping” (Ryan, 2007, p. 14) – means 
the Gen Y student is constructed as displaying a preference for group work (Oblinger, 2003; 
Rickes, 2009; Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008). Generation Y students are seen as well-suited to 
developing communities of practice, “meeting to share information with colleagues who have 
similar issues and challenges” (Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008, p. 376). These communities may be 
global in reach given the cohort’s apparent connectivity with other “digital natives” (a 
concept critiqued in more detail below) and desire for mobile lifestyles (Nimon, 2007, p. 28). 
 
While defining a formulaic Gen Y approach to learning creates the impression universities 
are in touch with students, it potentially ignores students outside the age bracket, different 
learning styles and communication preferences (Oblinger, 2003). Assumptions about 
different generations’ learning styles are common in discussions of Generation Y students. 
Such assumptions are problematic because learning styles are dynamic and often task-
dependent (Bennett et al., 2008). Indeed, empirical investigations of generation-specific 
learning styles are much rarer and provide inconclusive evidence. A survey of 18-25 year-old 
computer game design students at Deakin University (Blashki et al., 2007) showed a strong 
preference for immersive learning techniques such as studio-based teaching and learning 
communities (e.g. virtual classrooms, discussion forums and educational games) which 
encouraged greater engagement with content, a sense of agency in the learning process, risk 
taking and creativity. The implementation of this learning environment saw “unprecedented” 
(Blashki et al., 2007, p. 417) numbers of students receiving distinctions and high distinctions. 
However, a study of US nursing students (Walker et al., 2006) found no statistically 
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significant differences in teaching method preferences amongst Generation X and Generation 
Y. Students preferred lectures and skill demonstrations by experts over group work and web-
based learning. This preference for face-to-face delivery is supported by research from the 
UK (Committee of Inquiry into the Changing Learner Experience [CICLE], 2009; Ipsos 
MORI, 2008) and the US (Smith, Salaway, Caruso, & Katz, 2009) .  
 
Generation Y as Digital Natives: Fetishising technological literacy 
 
Generation Y is portrayed as digital natives (Prensky, 2001) for whom mobile phones, 
personal computers and the Internet “have always been there and are omnipresent as a 
toaster” (Rickes, 2009, p. 8). Generation Y’s technology use is understood as “effortless” and 
“natural” (Pardue & Morgan, 2008, p. 74). Conversely, Baby Boomers and Generation X are 
seen as digital immigrants (Prensky, 2001). For them, technology represents “tools that, while 
useful, are not essential” (Nimon, 2007, p. 27). It is argued that for Gen Y, computers and the 
internet are not merely communication tools, but devices for interacting with the world. 
Generation Y digital natives are portrayed as spending their time checking email, chatting, 
updating their Facebook status and browsing the web. The result is a discursive generation 
gap which overstates young people’s desire to use technology for learning, and 
simultaneously fetishises dubious student practices as emergent academic literacies and 
demonises students’ computer use as the cause of plummeting intellectual standards in which 
Wikipedia and Google replace wisdom, and Twitter post-sized attention spans are the norm.  
 
As discussed above, Generation Y’s desire to have conventional learning and teaching 
methods replaced with technological substitutes may be overstated. Research finds little 
evidence to support claims Generation Y are “digital natives” and academics “digital 
immigrants”. There are great differences in students’ experiences with technology. However 
these are not necessarily age-related (Goodyear, Jones, Asensio, Hodgson, & Steeples, 
20043). Students’ views on technology and adoption patterns have also remained “remarkably 
persistent” over time (Smith et al., 2009, p.11). Differences in students’ technology usage are 
more likely related to university attended, discipline studied, year/level of study and the 
thoroughness with which technology is integrated into subjects (Goodyear et al., 2004; Ipsos 
MORI, 2008; Kemp & Jones, 2007; Kennedy, Gray, & Tse, 2008; Kennedy et al., 2009; 
Smith et al., 2009).  
 
Students’ use of technology also continues to be influenced by gender, cultural background, 
socio-economic status and access to technology. Males, international students, students from 
higher socio-economic backgrounds and students with more access to technology are more 
frequent and advanced users (CICLE, 2009; Goodyear et al., 2004; Kennedy, Gray et al., 
2008; Kennedy et al., 2009; Smith et al., 2009;).  
  
Further challenging the construction of Generation Y students as digital natives, it is argued 
that while the group may be comfortable using technology for university administrative 
functions and in their social lives, they are less skilled at using technology for academic and 
professional tasks (Bauerlein, 2008; Hardy et al., 2009; Ipsos MORI, 2008; Kennedy, Judd, 
Churchward, Gray, & Krause, 2008; Ryan, 2007). Also, it cannot be assumed the computer 
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skills students apply in their private lives are applicable to educational contexts (Bennett et 
al., 2008; Kennedy, Judd, et al., 2008). Scanlon (2009) notes “once students stray outside the 
safe confines of pre-built, pre-configured online environments provided by the likes of 
Hotmail or Facebook, they often turn out to be just as confused as the rest of us” (p. 33). 
While students with more computer experience outside university may view educational 
technology more positively (Goodyear et al., 2004), there is no necessary connection between 
technology use, educational value or increased learning (Jones & Steeples, 2003; Ryan, 
2007). In relation to professional applications, most students are “still in the process of 
learning how to use technology effectively. That’s why they’re at university in the first place” 
(Scanlon, 2009, p. 33).  
 
There is an overall ambivalence from students towards technology (Smith et al., 2009) and 
technological skill does not necessarily lead to greater use of technology for learning 
(Kennedy, Judd, et al., 2008). University students are not demanding increased use of 
technology, do not expect novel or innovative use of technology in their courses (Bennett et 
al., 2008; CICLE, 2009; Hardy et al., 2009; Kennedy et al., 2008) and only a slight majority 
seek new technologies to assist their learning (Ipsos MORI, 2008). Students simply prefer 
teaching and learning strategies with demonstrated effectiveness (Hardy et al., 2009; 
Kennedy et al., 2009). 
 
Some students struggle to see the value of incorporating technologies such as wikis, blogs 
and social networking sites into their learning (CICLE, 2009; Ipsos MORI, 2008; Smith et al., 
2009), although Kennedy, Judd et al. (2008) note a correlation between students who use 
these tools in their private lives and their desire to use them for university study. Others 
actively resent universities’ intrusion into social networking sites which they see as privileged 
spaces for procrastination and communication amongst friends (Hardy et al., 2009; Ryan, 
2007).  
 
As a digital native, the Gen Y university student is also represented as a technological 
multitasker, using several devices and applications simultaneously to engage in numerous 
work and personal activities (Jones, 2008; Pardue & Morgan, 2008; Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008; 
Tapscott, 2009a). On one hand, multitasking is constructed (erroneously, according to 
Bennett et al., 2008) as a new form of literacy, requiring pedagogical support because it 
stimulates brain function, increases the range of perspectives incorporated into arguments, 
and the amount of information that can be managed (Jones, 2008; Ryan, 2007; Tapscott, 
2009a). On the other hand, multitasking is constructed in learning and teaching discourse as 
demonstrating over-reliance on communication technologies, inhibiting traditional face-to-
face communication skills, shortening attention spans and limiting ability to engage in 
sustained enquiry and critical thinking (Bennett et al., 2008; Elam et al., 2007). Traditional 
academic literacies such as “sustained concentration” (Ryan, 2007, p. 19) are central to 
higher education’s transformative and liberating potential (Boulton & Lucas, 2008). As one 
Gen Y student puts it: “in the classroom, multitasking is often little more than the twenty-first 
century equivalent of passing notes under the desk” (Windham, 2005, p. 54). Like all forms 
of technological literacy, the educational benefits of multitasking are contextual.  
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The internet fundamentally changes how Generation Y accesses knowledge, democratising 
information and decentring the printed word’s authority (see for example, Twenge, 2006, p. 
30). Although Generation Y is seen as “format agnostic” (Oblinger, 2003, p. 40) research 
shows Gen Y students know relying on generalised internet research – as opposed to either 
virtual or physical library resources – does not fulfil their information needs (Jones, 2008; 
Oblinger, 2003). However, it is argued by some that easily located information now seems 
synonymous with quality information. For example, Bauerlein (2008) argues most young 
people “possess little of the knowledge that makes for an informed citizen, and too few of 
them master the skills needed to negotiate an information-heavy, communication-based 
society and economy” (p.16). 
  
Gen Y’s reliance on the Internet, it is argued, is not only problematic due to the quality of 
information, but also because the referencing and verification of sources is often weak. 
Nimon (2007) suggests this exposure to poorly referenced material “could inadvertently 
foster the impression … information in the public domain is no longer owned” (p.37). Along 
with the ease of copying online information, the emergence of a fundamentally different 
orientation to intellectual property is used to fuel perceptions student plagiarism is increasing 
(Ellery, 2008; Selwyn, 2008; Wang, 2008). Nimon (2007) suggests Generation Y may justify 
plagiarism in the same way it justifies illegally downloading music and video. Just as illegal 
downloading is justified as challenging the greed of music companies, plagiarism can also be 
justified in economic terms, as a way of coping with the competing demands of university 
study and part-time work and as negotiating the demands of meeting deadlines and passing 
subjects to avoid paying to repeat them (Nimon, 2007; Saltmarsh 2004). 
  
Conclusion 
 
So, who is the Generation Y university student? He or she is simultaneously everybody and 
nobody. The characteristics of the Generation Y student critiqued in this paper are so 
numerous and wide-ranging they could apply to virtually any 18-25 year-old attending 
university. However, this paper has also argued the same characteristics have been applied in 
such contradictory ways they are of little empirical value when describing the lives of so 
many of our current and future students. 
 
Appropriating Hartley’s (1993) term for describing the way media outlets speak about their 
audiences, the Generation Y student is an “invisible fiction”: a concept “produced 
institutionally in order for various institutions to take charge of the mechanisms of their own 
survival” (p. 166). Speaking of Generation Y university students provides academic and 
professional staff with a concrete image that allows us to make sense of an essentially 
unknowable group, creating the impression tertiary institutions understand their students and 
allowing the higher education sector to ‘do business’ with current and future ‘clients’. The 
term sells books, increases publication outputs, attracts media coverage and puts backsides on 
seminar seats, but is ultimately a hollow and facile buzzword telling us very little about the 
complex world our students inhabit and inhibiting – not enhancing – how we teach them. 
Through its fascination with Generation Y, higher education perpetuates the very stereotypes 
it should be questioning. Representations of youth culture reveal structural tensions 
associated with social change (Clarke, Hall, Jefferson, & Roberts, 1975, p. 9). In this context, 
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discussions of Generation Y university students are less about students themselves, and more 
about higher education’s continuing struggle to educate them in meaningful ways.  
 
Evidence presented in this paper suggests the key to dealing with students’ evolving learning 
styles, considerable, but inconsistent, technological expertise and increasing diversity is not 
by marketing higher education as a fashion item, as suggested by Goldgehn (2004). Rather, 
the key is scholarly investigation incorporating both students’ and teachers’ perspectives 
(Bennett et al., 2008) and encouraging students to explore knowledge production and their 
role in that process (Boulton & Lucas, 2008; Ryan, 2007). There are two important issues 
here. The first is keeping student voices central in the scholarship of learning and teaching 
(Hardy et al., 2009). The second involves a renegotiation of the student / teacher relationship 
in which both parties are recognised as “co-creators” of knowledge (CICLE, 2009, p. 9).  
 
Web 2.0 technologies which encourage experimentation, networking and collaboration are, in 
fact, particularly well-suited to this task (CICLE, 2009). However, as suggested by their 
“casual and insufficiently critical attitude to information” and ambivalence towards 
computers in the classroom, it seems unreasonable to expect students to be capable of 
assessing how to best apply technology in educational contexts (Kennedy, Judd, et al., 2008, 
p. 119). The role of higher education institutions should be to develop these capabilities, 
through an emphasis on technological process, rather than the content of specific sites 
(CICLE, 2009). Kennedy et al., (2008) argue “improving students’ professional work 
readiness relies on creating educational tasks that focus primarily on students’ mastering 
appropriate information usage rather than enhancing their competence with devices destined 
for obsolescence” (pp. 14-15). As such, academics should use tools like Facebook, Twitter 
and You Tube to examine the role Web 2.0 technologies play in constructing and reshaping 
learning and knowledge (Ipsos MORI, 2008; Ryan, 2007).  
 
While the rhetoric of Generation Y “is grounded in the reality of student experience” 
(Kennedy et al., 2008, p. 15), producing a student-centred curriculum appears to require 
considerably different strategies from many of those critiqued in this paper. This paper has 
demonstrated that talking about ‘Generation Y university students’ smooths over the diversity 
of student populations. Moreover, the inbuilt binarism characterising ‘generational thinking’ 
works to silence discussions of this diversity (Bennett et al., 2008). This situation not only 
potentially alienates students and teachers from each other, but also reduces the potential for 
genuine understanding of students’ lives (Bennett et al., 2008).  
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1 Many of the issues discussed in articles from EDUCAUSE Review are also addressed in the book Educating 
the Net Generation (Oblinger & Oblinger, 2005). 
2 This paper will use the term Generation Y – or its common abbreviation Gen Y – except when quoting other 
sources which use alternative names. 
3 These results are also presented in Goodyear, Jones, Asensio, Hodgson, & Steeples (2005). 
